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Introduction
Student engagement has been defined differently by different authors. It has been defined as participation in educationally effective practices both inside and outside the classroom, which leads to a range of measurable outcomes (Trowler, 2010:4) . Outcomes of student engagement is linked to success in higher education (Strydom and Mentz, 2010:8) . According to Ivala, Gachago, Condy and Chigona (2013:82) it is one of the factors shown empirically to enhance student success. Barkley (2014) argues that learning begins with the student, meaning that, the greater the student's involvement or engagement in academic work, the greater the student's acquisition of knowledge and general cognitive development. She further argues that learning about things does not enable students to acquire the abilities and understanding they will need for the 21 st century. Rather, what is needed are new pedagogies of engagement that will result in resourceful, engaged citizens required (Barkley, 2010:4) . As researchers, we argue that it is important for lecturers to understand the needs of their students and one way of achieving this, is through student engagement. Lecturers need to understand that engagement goes beyond involvement or participation. It requires feeling, sense-making as well as activity.
Taking the discussion on student engagement further, Ivalaet al, (2013:82) maintain that, the term engagement is usually used to represent constructs such as quality of effort and involvement in productive learning activities (Kuh cited in Ivala, Gachago, Condy and Chigona). Student engagement is conceptualised into time and efforts students invest in educational activities that are linked to desired outcomes. It encompasses various factors, such as investment in the academic experience of the higher education institution, interactions with faculty, involvement in co-curricular activities, and interactions with peers. In line with this argument, Dunne and Owen (2013:XIV) further indicate that student engagement does not align well with conceptualisation of passive learners or students viewed as empty vessels to be filled, but with students who are actively and deliberately engaging with their formal and informal learning. They argue that the learners are engaged in their academic learning and how it is delivered and made available to them. They are engaged in their relationship with their teachers and peers in the learning environment. Finally, they are engaged in the quality process of their institutions, or in developing practices and responsibilities within their local communities and beyond (Dunne & Owen, 2013) . Trowler (2010:5) highlights three dimensions of student engagement, that is, behavioural engagement, emotional engagement and cognitive engagement. Students who are behaviourally engaged would typically comply with behavioural norms, such as attendance, involvement and would demonstrate absence of disruptive or negative behaviour. Students who engage emotionally would experience affective reactions such as interest, enjoyment or a sense of belonging. Cognitively engaged students would be interested in their learning and would seek to go beyond the requirements and relish a challenge (Trowler, 2010) .
Theoretical Framework

Engagement theory
O'Shea, Stone and Delahunty (2015: 44) state that the engagement theory was developed by Kearsly and Shneiderman, in response to their own teaching experiences. The basic premise of engagement theory is that students must be engaged in their coursework in order for effective learning to occur. Engagement revolves around three basic principles of promoting student engagement in problembased collaborative learning activities. These principles are relate, create and donate. Relate implies group relationships and the interactions and negotiations necessary to establish a rapport. Create refers to an element of learner control over the choice and development of the task. Donate is about the importance of making a contribution to the wider community, in leaning tasks which are not necessarily academically focused, but provide authenticity to the activity. This then means that student engagement goes beyond the confines of a classroom.
Kuh and Astin in O'Shea, Stone and Delahunty (2015) proposed a student engagement theory, which shows that the amount of physical and psychological energy that the student devotes to academic experience or the amount of learning and personal development associated with any educational programme is directly proportional to the quality and quantity of student involvement in that programme. For students' growth to take place, students need to engage in their environment. This paper is grounded in Pittaway' s theory of engagement. This theory is underpinned by four key principles, which state that:
• engaged staff is a prerequisite for engaging students
• respectful and supportive relationships are crucial
• students should be encouraged to take responsibility for their own learning and,
• scaffolded support and clearly communicated expectations enable students to develop knowledge.
Pittaway's framework comprises five elements of engagement, that is, personal element, academic, intellectual element, the social element and profession (O' Shea, Stone and Delahunty, 2015:39) .
Dimensions of students' engagement
Student engagement is multidimensional in nature. These dimensionsvary differently depending on the approaches used in studying student engagement (Ching and Chao, 2011:71) . Furthermore, Taylor and Parsons (2011:4) indicate that student engagement is differentiated in terms of the different ways of understanding how students engage such as academic engagement, cognitive engagement, intellectual engagement, behavioural, social engagement, behavioural engagement, emotional engagement and psychological engagement.
Academic and intellectual engagement
This form of engagement is said to include the psychological investments and efforts towards learning, the mastery of skills and craft, and the participation in the different developing tasks. In academic engagement, it is important to determine and understand what motivates students to participate in the required tasks in order to achieve success. Intellectual engagement is said to be the serious emotional and cognitive investment in learning. In order to learn, students need learning environments that are designed for deep intellectual engagement through which they can experience learning (Ching and Chao, 2011:72) . According to O'Shea, Stone and Delahunty (2015:50) this type of engagement focused on the content of the subject and is regarded as a means to address subject requirements or extend understanding.
Social engagement
Social engagement is the combination of the student sense of belongingness at school, their feeling of connectedness and acceptance with classmates and peers, quality interaction with faculties, and their feeling of connectedness and acceptance with classmates and peers, and their overall acknowledgement of the concept of schooling. Social engagement is important, because students who feel socially isolated are more likely not to function effectively (Ching and Chao, 2011:72) . In a study by O'Shea, Stone and Delahunty (2015:48) students had conflicting views on social engagement. Other students alluded to the fact that they perceived connecting socially with their peers in learning as a need or essential to their learning experience, other students regarded communicating with other students as something that did not contribute to their learning.
Behavioural and emotional engagement
The concept of behavioural engagement comes from the notion of participation. Such participation in academic and social or co-curricular activities, active attendance, assignments and homework completion, are all considered crucial for achieving positive academic outcomes. Behavioural engagement also encompasses adhering to classroom norms, as well as coming to class on time and avoiding unnecessary negative behaviours (Ching and Chao, 2011:72) .
Emotional engagement according to Ching and Chao (2011:72) is the combination of the student's sense of belonging, feeling of competence, and motivation towards the concept of schooling. It is also said to include the positive and negative reactions towards peers, teachers and administrators, and the school itself. These factors are said to contribute to the student's willingness to participate.
Cognitive engagement
It consists of psychological investment in learning. Some also mentioned that cognitive engagement is a desire to go beyond the minimum requirements, a preference for challenge.
Related Literature
International perspective on student engagement
According to O'Shea, Stone and Delahunty (2015:43) , research in engagement of students in their learning in higher education contexts has often focused on what students are doing and the resultant effect on their academic performance.They further argue that student engagement can be manifested in the development of critical thinking skills, higher order and general embracing of learning by taking responsibility and actions to achieve intrinsically motivated goals.
Studies on student engagement have focussed on different aspects of engagement. For example, in a study conducted in Australia, student engagement focused on individual or academic engagement in learning as opposed to engagement with the administration of the university, curriculum development, or co-creation of resources and knowledge (Dunne and Owen, 2013: 46) . O'Shea, Stone and Delahunty (2015:44) further argue that this survey of student engagement concludes that learners are central to the concept of engagement.
In the United Kingdom, student engagement appears to be a more inclusive concept, suggesting it is about supporting the interest of the students.
In Australia, engagement, has been significantly influenced by introduction of the Australian Survey of Student Engagement measures with quality assurance determination (Dunne and Owen, 2013: 46) .
In Taiwan, research on student engagement has pointed out that students learn more by becoming more involved. It has been mentioned that student involvement or engagement have been found to have positively contributed to the students'educational performance. Ching and Chao (2011: 86) conducted research in Taiwan with the aim of designing a Taiwan Student Engagement Model. The findings of the study show that certain activities do help students to develop their general, cognitive and social skills. The study also pointed to the various value-adding activities that the students can participate and engage in non-threatening and motivational activities.
Although different authors view the concept of student engagement differently, they seem to agree that active participation by the students forms the basis of student engagement. Now that we have lookedat research done globally on student engagement, we need to give attention to research done in South Africa on student engagement.
TheSouth African context
Wawrzynki, Heck and Remley (2012:119) conducted a study at the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University (NMMU) to assess the relationship between student cocurricular involvement and students' learning outcomes. They found that NMMU students who lived on campus were more likely to report positive student outcomes and be engaged in co-curricular activities than those who lived off campus. Another finding of this study was that the students who spent more time engaged in cocurricular activities reportedgreater gains across a number of outcomes. This finding supports those studies that found that student involvement or engagement positively influences their learning outcomes, and consequently, their academic achievement.
In their study on student engagement, Strydom and Mentz (2010: 1) used the South African Student Survey of Student Engagement (SASSE) to collect data. The SASSE instrument measures five benchmarks for effective educational practice, namely: level of academic challenge, active and collaborative learning, student staff interaction, enriching educational explanation and supportive campus interaction. The findings of the study confirmed the value of student engagement in improving the quality of teaching and learning.
The literature consulted stresses the importance of student engagement in learning.
Aims, research questions and objectives
Aim
The aim of the study was to examine student teachers' perceptions about their engagement or participation in academic related activities at an institution of higher learning, in the Free State Province of South Africa.
Research questions
• What are the perceptions of the student teachers about their engagement in academic activities?
• What are the implications of student perceptions of their engagement for teacher educators?
Objectives
This study aims to achieve the following objectives:
• To examine the perceptions of the student teachers about their engagement in academic activities.
• To determine the implications of student perceptions of their engagement for teacher educators?
Research Methodology
Research design
This is an exploratory case study of an institution of higher learning in south Africa.
Participants
The participants of the study were third year Bachelor of Education students at a university of Technology in South Africa. 
Data collection
Data on student engagement was collected using a questionnaire. The questionnaire is an adaptation of the National Survey on Student engagement. Students' responses were measured on a four-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1-4. 4=Very often, 3=Often, 2=Sometimes and 1=Never. The median is 2.5. The questions focused on the course material, teaching methods used by lecturers, assessment strategies, reading and study habits of the students, various forms of support given to students, as well as the skills that the students have acquired by attending this particular institution.
Data analysis
The descriptive statistics were generated from the data. Table 2 shows the responses of students on the perceptions of their engagement in class activities. The students' responses varied, but ranged from moderate to high. The means per program ranged from 2.78 to 3.31. Of note, students in the Computer Science and Natural Sciences programmes had low means compared to other groups. Students in the Technical programme showed the highest level of participation in class activities. All the means were between 3 and 4. They therefore showed more collaborative engagement in their work than students in other programmes. Table 3 gives a breakdown of students' perceptions of their engagement in their course work. For Coursework the overall means ranged from 2.64. to 2.96.It is only for items12 thatboth the Computer Science and Natural Science students had means falling below the median, while students from the Language programme had the highest mean for this particular item. The students in the Language programme had higher means than students in other groups. Table 4 shows the findings on student engagement per programme. The focus is whether lecturers use teaching methods which ensure learner engagement. The student teachers in the study were positive about the teaching methods used by their lecturers. The overall means ranged from 2.75 to 3.32. All the means are above 2.5 which is the median.
Findings
The average means per programme is 3 and above. These findings show that the students perceive that the teaching methods used by teachers promote student engagement. Although the overall means for the programmes ranged from 2.44 to 2.84, there are items (19, 20) , whose means fell below the median of 2.5. The students in the Natural Sciences programme had the highest mean of 2.84. Table 6 , shows the student perceptions regarding their involvement in reading. 
22.
Reviewed your notes after class.
2.87 1.12 2.56 3.13 2.87 3.00
23.
Summarized what you learned in class or from course marks.
2.67 3.00 3.00 3.40 2.67 3.38
Average Mean 2.91 3.10 2.98 3.27 2.91 3.38 Table 6 indicates positive students' perceptions towards student engagement. Table 7 shows the results on the perceptions of students on relationships or interactions in the classroom and student engagement. The students' perceptions were that their interactions with lecturers do promote engagement of students in learning.
The overall means in different programmes show that the students have a perception that they are given academic and social support at the institution.The means ranged from 2.40 to 2.78. Table 8 shows the breakdown on academic and social support given to students. All the means across programmes are below 3, but higher than 2.5 which is the median. The means ranged from 2.61 to 2.83.This means that the academic and social support students received at the institution is moderate. For all programs the average means range from 2.84 to 3.45. This means that the perception of the students is that the experience at the institution promotes engagement. Table 10 focused on the perceptions of students on their overall experience at the institution. The overall mean ranges between 2.87 and 3.11. Except for students in the Natural Sciences programme all the means are above 3, which indicates high and positive perceptions.
Discussion
The study sought to answer the following research questions:
• What are the perceptions of the student teachers regarding their engagement in various academic activities?
From the literature that was consulted it is clear that student engagement is multidimensional in nature. These dimensionsvary differently depending on the approaches used in studying student engagement (Ching and Chao, 2011:71) . Taylor and Parsons (2011:4) lists different ways of engaging students namely, academic engagement, cognitive engagement, intellectual engagement, behavioural, social engagement, behavioural engagement, emotional engagement and psychological engagement. The questionnaire used in this study touched on a number of aspects of student engagement such as engaging students in classroom activities, course material, teaching strategies, student behaviours (reading and analytical skills), interactions with various stakeholders, academic and social support as well as their overall experience at the institution. In a way, the study touched on cognitive support and intellectual support, emotional support, academic and social support perceived to be the different dimensions of student engagement advocated by Taylor and Parsons (2011) . The findings of the study showed on the whole moderate to high levels of student engagement as can be seen from Tables 2 to 10 . This is commendable. There are of course few instances where the overall mean for a category fell below 2.5 which is the median for the four-point Likert scale that was used.
As O'Shea, Stone and Delahunty (2015:43) have observed that learners, students in this case, are central to their engagement. In this particular study perceptions of students regarding their engagement in various classroom activities were investigated. On the whole the student teachers across the departments, were positive about their engagement.There are, however, concerns about students' analytical skills and interaction between lecturers and students in the Computer Science and Natural Sciences programmes. This needs further investigation.
Strydom and Mentz (2010: 1)investigated, among others, the importance of active and collaborative learning, student staff interaction, enriching educational explanation and supportive campus interaction in engaging students. The findings of the study confirmed the value of student engagement in improving the quality of teaching and learning. In this study the means were high on student activity as seen from Table 2 .
It is interesting and encouraging to note that the lecturers try by all means to engage student teachers in their classes. Since these are student teachers it is hoped that they will transfer the skills of engaging students to their own classes as practising teachers.
A further study is needed as not all students participated in the study. We therefore, can neither generalise the findings to the university as a whole nor to other universities.
Conclusions
Student engagement leads to success in learning. It is therefore, important for lecturers to come up with ways of engaging their students effectively in learning.
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